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Nicaragua emerged from weeks of unrest that culminated in a state of near siege after President
Arnoldo Aleman took extraordinary measures to end a legislative crisis. The trouble began in early
April with student protests against the universities' budget and continued with a transport strike. In
what has become a yearly event, students began demonstrating in early April against the university
budget allocation proposed by the National Assembly.
Each year the government allocates an amount that the universities say is less than the
constitutional requirement that 6% of the total budget go to the universities. The government
responds that, by its method of calculation, the allocation is 6%. By leaving funds from donor
countries out of the formula, students and university rectors say the government shortchanges the
universities. The students and rectors demanded US$48 million while the budget authorized only
US$33.5 million.
Business leaders and others worried that the unrest would jeopardize Nicaragua's chances of
securing post-Hurricane Mitch funding from donor nations at the upcoming meeting in Stockholm.
"Stockholm is a golden opportunity that comes once in a lifetime," said one businessman. National
Assembly shuts down over budget impasse During an April 9 protest, 11 marchers were injured
when homemade bombs carried by a student exploded. On April 13, as violence escalated in the
streets, deputies in the Assembly came to blows over their differences about the budget.
On April 14, students occupied the Ministry of Foreign Relations building, clashing with police.
Some 3,000 demonstrators protested outside the National Assembly, while inside, the majority
Partido Liberal Constitucionalista (PLC) shut down the legislature after the Frente Sandinista de
Liberacion Nacional (FSLN) delegation tried to block passage of the administration's budget bill,
which was supposed to have been approved March 31. Sandinistas objected to various allocations in
the budget, especially those for local government and education.
In addition, FSLN general secretary Daniel Ortega refused to negotiate with the liberals on
reopening the session because he said the closure was decided illegally by the liberal majority.
During a protest at the Central Bank April 20, a student was killed by a rubber bullet fired by police.
The same day, students set fire to the PLC headquarters. Three police and 69 students were hurt in
the melee, and scores were arrested. This was the third student killed in budget protests since 1995
(see NotiCen, 1997-07-10).
On April 23, the Supreme Court of Justice ruled that the legislature had violated the Constitution
by not approving the budget bill by the March 31 deadline and ordered it to produce a budget.
Deputies then began arguing about what the ruling meant. When the two sides resumed
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negotiations in the Assembly, liberals were now willing to consider removing spending limits
to transfer additional funds to the universities and to other areas supported by the Sandinistas.
Assembly president Ivan Escobar again suspended the session, however, because no one knew
where to find the additional revenue.
Transport strike adds to chaos
Meanwhile, on April 29 some 10,000 transport workers went on strike. The strike closed down
100 public transport cooperatives, crippling bus, taxi, and delivery service. Earlier, Aleman had
responded to a transport-workers demand for a cut in diesel taxes by announcing market reforms
that he said would increase competition in the transport sector. The new rules would allow taxi and
bus fares and all other such charges to be set by market demand, and they would end controls on
the price of diesel.
Ortega called the move "a declaration of war on consumers." On April 30, the government
signed an agreement with a group of strikers represented by the Coordinadora de Transportistas
Democraticos de Nicaragua (COTRADENIC) that would freeze diesel prices and end the strike. CDT
workers went back to work, but members of the larger Coordinadora Nacional del Transporte (CNT)
refused to sign the agreement until the government drastically reduced the tax on diesel.
But the government said further reductions in the tax had to await a reduction in Nicaragua's
foreign debt. Aleman's calls out the military On April 23, Aleman put into action a special
coordinated army and police plan that sent 5,000 troops into the streets to protect government
buildings and other strategic sites. By the end of April, Aleman interpreted the stalemate in
congress, the strike, the protests, and disturbances begun by street gangs as proof of a conspiracy to
oust him from office.
The archbishop of Managua, Cardinal Miguel Obando y Bravo, suggested that the Sandinistas were
intentionally encouraging the chaos for political ends. In a national radio and television broadcast
April 29, Aleman vowed to stay in office despite a "synchronized escalation of violence." Aleman
said he was prepared "to use every resource that the law allows me" to maintain order. Ortega
accused Aleman of imposing a state of siege instead of negotiating. He warned that the protests
"could lead to something similar to what occurred in Paraguay, Ecuador, Venezuela, Brazil, or
Guatemala, where the people expelled corrupt leaders from power."
Agreements ends student protest
University rectors and administration officials reached an agreement April 30 that ended the
university-allocations protest. The agreement gives universities US$36 million, an increase of US
$2.5 million but still US$12 million short of what the rectors consider their 6% share of the budget.
However, a press release from Aleman's office said the universities' budget will rise each year to
US$50.8 million in 2002. If it holds, the agreement would end the yearly struggles for the rest of
Aleman's term. While the deal is not based on the 6% formula, rectors of the nation's 10 universities
agreed not to insist on 6% until after Aleman has left office.
The agreement also calls for the government to seek an additional US$150 million for university
infrastructure improvements at the Stockholm meeting. The transport strike ended May 4 when the
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CNT accepted an administration offer to reduce diesel prices by 9% and cut the diesel tax. Aleman
also agreed to abandon his plan to free the industry from government controls and expose it to free-
market forces. [Sources: Associated Press, 04/23/99; Inter Press Service, 04/30/99; Notimex, 04/14/99,
04/23/99, 04/25/99, 04/30/99, 05/01/99, 05/03/99, 05/04/99, 05/05/99; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 04/12/99,
04/15/99, 04/16/99, 04/21/99, 04/24/99, 04/27/99, 05/03/99, 05/04/99, 05/05/99; Reuters, 05/03/99,
05/05/99]
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